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Impact of low lake levels on local economy 
 
Posted: 11/13/2003 06:32 pm 
Last Updated: 11/13/2003 06:33 pm 
 
Story filed by NewsCenter16 Reporter Cindi 
Clawson 
 
Lake Michigan is a big part of life for many 
people in Michiana. Not only is it an outlet 
for recreation, but many residents make 
their living on the lake. For some, near 
record low lake levels are having an 
impact on their livelihood.    

Beachgoers on Lake Michigan may have 
noticed a little bit more elbow room lately 
because the water level has been 

dropping, and is currently at one of the lowest levels on record. For those who 
make their living on the lake, low water levels are a big deal.   

Recreational boating industry affected 
One of the industries affected by the low lake levels is the recreational boating 
industry. Less water means less docking space at the marinas, and it makes it 
tough for the larger, heavier boats to be able to get into and out of the marinas. 
For the marinas to stay in business, they need to be accessible to the boats. 
NewsCenter 16's Cindi Clawson spoke with Allen Jewell from Brian's Marina in 
St. Joseph, Michigan about the low water levels. 

"It's critical that we have the ability to have boaters come into our marina, and 
we've gone through this summer being alright, but we've done dredging, and of 
course they've done dredging on the river a couple of times, too," says Jewell. 

Because the marinas are a recreational business, dredging is not provided by 
the Army Corps of Engineers, but rather, the marinas have to pick up the tab 
themselves. That can be a great cost to a small business.   

Jewell said that the waterway out to the lake is not the issue, which is where 
most boaters want to go, but people can run into problems if they want to boat 
on the river, where the water is more shallow, and boats can be easily 
damaged.   

Impact on marinas 
The low water levels of Lake Michigan are certainly having an impact on the 
marinas in the area, but it seems to be having a much bigger impact on those 
industries that rely on commercial shipping. 

Mike Marvin from Dock 63, and John Kinney with Consumer Asphalt both know 
well how the low water can negatively impact business. The result of the low 
water levels here is how it affects these big cargo ships. 
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Marvin says, "The ships are coming in, and usually they're pushing mud 
because they're dragging bottom coming in. They also have to do some 
maneuvering in the turn basin to try to get out, and sometimes they're hung 
up." 

So to compensate, the ships have to lighten the load. Many ships are coming in 
only half full, and that significantly increases the cost of shipping. This not only 
affects the people buying their concrete and asphalt products directly, but 
taxpayers as well. Kinney said his biggest customer is the state of Michigan, 
and the county governments, including the road commissions.  

Wrench thrown in 
To throw a wrench into the situation, due to lack of funds, and the reallocation 
of government spending, the Army Corps of Engineers will not be dredging the 
harbor again any time soon.  The next scheduled dredging could be as far 
away as 2005. Kinney said that to dredge his area of the harbor himself would 
cost around $40,000. He's had to do it before, but it may not be an option this 
time around. 

"The bottom line is, if the dredging stops, and this is no longer a commercial 
port, everything is going to have to be trucked in, or brought in by rail. The 
closest limestone quarries for concrete and asphalt that processes the way we 
do now is out of Illinois. So you're taking away from Michigan jobs," says 
Kinney. 

"All I can do is stand here and hope and pray that we get some decent rain and 
snow over the winter here or plead with the government to come down here 
and do emergency dredging and try to keep us in business," said Kinney. 

Congressman Fred Upton has been able to help with the dredging situation in 
the past so businesses in the St. Joseph harbor are hoping he can pull those 
strings again this year. 
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